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of Phalgun; it means the ' Night of Siva * and the
ceremonies take place chiefly at night. This fast
is said to have been first observed by a powerful
king named Chitra Bhanu of the Ikshvaku dynasty,
who ruled over the whole of Jambu-Dwipa, another
ancient name for India. On this day a celebrated
deformed sage, Ashta Bakra, came to his court
with some pupils and, finding him fasting, asked the
reason. The king said that in his previous birth he
had been a hunter and one day, when out searching
for game, he shot a deer, but was overtaken, by
darkness and climbed into a bel tree for safety.
While there he wept bitterly because his wife 'and
children were without food and his tears fell, together
with bel leaves, onto a linga at the foot of the tree.
Siva imagined that these were offerings made to
him. On the following morning the hunter returned,
sold the deer, and bought food for his family. Just
as they were commencing their meal a stranger
arrived, and he was first fed according to custom*
^ The hunter lived for many years without learning
that he had by chance fasted on the day of Siva-
Ratri, but when the hour of death drew near two
messengers from Siva appeared to conduct his soul
to paradise, and he then learnt that he was being
rewarded for having observed the fast on that auspi-
cious day and night. His soul remained in various
heavens until it reached the highest, a&d he was
afterwards reborn in high rank as a king and was
specially favoured by being given the knowledge
of his former life.